To study continuing medical education 96 out of 101 general practitioners chosen at random from the list held by a family practitioner committee were interviewed. The results provided little evidence of regular attendance at local postgraduate centre meetings, though practice based educational meetings were common. Thirty one of the general practitioners worked in practices that held one or more practice based educational meetings each month at which the doctors provided the main educational content. Performance review was undertaken in the practices of 51 of the general practitioners, and 80 of the doctors recognised its value. The general practitioners considered that the most valuable educational activities occurred within the practice, the most valued being contact with partners. They asked for increased contact with hospital doctors.
Introduction
Considerable interest is being shown in how general practitioners keep up to date. The white paper on primary care discussed the importance of continuing relevant medical education and suggested a new postgraduate allowance for those doctors who maintain a regular programme of education and training throughout their careers. ' The .Royal College of General Practitioners published an occasional paper on continuing education for general practitioners, in which it investigated attendance at continuing education meetings.2 Other studies have also described general practitioners' attendance at meetings.3 4 We present the results of a survey of a range of activities that make up continuing medical education for general practitioners. We ascertained the extent and pattern of continuing medical education both within and outside the practice of a random sample of general practitioners; obtained more detailed information on practice based educational meetings; investigated the extent of participation of drug companies in general practitioners' continuing medical education; and obtained general practitioners' suggestions for improvements in that education.
Subjects and methods
We general practitioners were asked how many medical books they had bought for their personal use in the past year. Sixty one had bought between one and five books, and 12 had bought six or more. Eighty doctors reported that their practice had a library, 35 of the 80 had added between one and five books to the library during the past year, and 36 had added six or more books.
Performance review within the practice-The general practitioners were asked if their practice ever reviewed how patients were managed, assessed clinical practice, or reviewed clinical care. Fifty one replied that they carried out such reviews. They described activities such as reviews of cytology services, uptake of immunisation, prescribing habits, diabetic and hypertensive patients, use of tranquillisers, and contraceptive services.
General practitioners' assessment of the value of continuing medical education-The general practitioners were shown a list of 15 continuing medical education activities and asked to rate each one on a scale from 1 to 5, 1 being very valuable and 5 of no value. Table II shows the five educational activities that the highest numbers ofgeneral practitioners rated as very valuable. General practitioners' attitudes to selected issues -The general practitioners were presented with pairs of positively and negatively worded statements relating to current issues in continuing medical education. On the question of whether non-medical members of the primary health care team should take part in general practitioners' continuing medical education, 71 general practitioners thought that they should and seven that they should not. Sixty seven general practitioners agreed that there should be joint educational activities with hospital doctors. Eighty 
Discussion
In this study most general practitioners had attended at least one meeting organised by the local postgraduate centre, but there was little evidence of regular attendance. Educational meetings within the practice constitute a substantial part of current continuing medical education, with about one third of general practitioners working in practices that hold one or more meetings a month at which the general practitioners provided the educational content.
The Royal College of General Practitioners recognised the importance of performance review with the publication of its recommendations for promoting quality in general practice.6 This policy statement contained as its two principal aims that each general practitioner should, firstly, describe his or her current work and, secondly, define specific objectives for the care of his or her patients and monitor the extent to which these are met. With just over half of the general practitioners reporting that their practices carried out performance review this is encouraging evidence that the importance of reviewing their everyday clinical work is now appreciated by a substantial number of general practitioners. One of the challenges for the organisers of continuing medical education is to provide all practices with the help they may need to undertake performance review and any consequent educational input.
When asked to rate the value of various activities the three educational activities that the highest numbers of general practitioners rated as very valuable all occurred within the practice. Communication between partners and with other members ofthe primary health care team is therefore considered to be of major importance in continuing medical education by general practitioners and is more highly valued than activities that occur outside the practice. 
